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August 8, 1961 


MEMORANDUM FOR GENERAL MAXWELL TAYLOR 


FROM: 


WWR 


SUBJECT: A fitolit vs. A Unified Laos 


A* we come closer to the crisis in the Geneva, negotiations 
about Laos It is clear that on our side — and probably on the other 
side — there will be Increaeing thought about a split Laos. It is 
evidently a situation where all the alternatives involve risk} and 
none of the alternatives is particularly pleasant* 

It is possible that the other side will confront us with a situ- 
ation where a split Laos will be the most we can hope to achieve 
short of fighting a war to dean the Communist element out of the 

North. 

If we continue on our present course without change* it is even 
possible that both the alternatives of a unified neutral Laos achieved 
by negotiation and a split Laos will be denied to us and that we will 
be faced by the alternatives either of undertaking a substantial 
military effort la Laos to hold the South or of permitting Laos to 
gUp swny wholly to the Communists. In Geneve we seem to he 
np.irtttg ao progress toward an agreement} on the ground in Laos, 
though non- Communist forces are by no means lacking in assets, 
their position in the north ie very weak and in the south is gradually 
eroding away. 

Thus, we face e choice as to how hard we press at the con- 
ference, in possible bilateral talks with the Russians, and conceivably 
et the UN itself for e unified Laos with a tolerably effective ICC as 
opposed to resigning our stives to a split and t akin g the action 
necessary to achieve one. Even if we press very hard, it is by no 
means certain that agreement will be achieved. It may be useful, 
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therefore i to lay out dispassionately the pros and cone of a unified 
M opposed to a split Laos. 

As far as a unified Laos is concerned, the most we can hope 
for is a unified Laos with a consider aide Communist element in the 
government, which would give relatively free play to the further 
political development of the Pathet Lao party within Laos and which 
would assert on the government a strong Communist influence. If 
there were to be an ICC with adequate powers, Including reasonable 
independence of the Lao government there is some hope that those 
political elements within Laos which are anxious to maintain the 
independence of the country would gain strength. But as the weeks 
go by without agreement this result is becoming increasingly difficult 
(and perhaps impossible) to achieve^ for the Pathet Lao is strengthen- 
ing its village-level political apparatus in all of the areas that it 
holds and has apparently gained complete control of the Kong Le 
neutralist military forces. Souvanaa and the neutralists may rally 
their foreet, if all the non- Communists could make common 
causa the situation may not be lost. But without an effective, inde- 
pendent international presence, it seems most unlikely under the most 
favorable assumptions, that a neutralist Lao govsrnment could success- 
fully resist pressures from Hanoi. To simplify the problem, therefore, 
w# tWH compare the most favorable case we can envisage --a 
neutral g ov e rn"!**** with a tolerably effective ICC with a split Laos. 

The case for a neutral quitted government is as follows. 

1. There will be considerable Lao and international resistance 
to splitting another country. There will also ba greet resistance to 

•„ or supporting — the paramilitary or military moves that 
probably will be necessary to achieve a split Laos. In short, the 
weight of opinion in areas not directly involved or responsible will 
bear on us to accept a political settlement, even if the government 
and the ICC controls are ambiguous. 

2. We would leave open the possibility that a gradual gathering 
of impulses in Laos for Independence might reduce the Communist 
strength in Laos, notably if ths ICC eould foree the removal of the 
Yletminh cadres from ths army and protact ths country from Vlet- 

penetration* The Meoe and other non- Communist military 
units could meanwhile be a deterrent to drastic Communist action. 
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3. A unified country would permit the U. S. to disengage from 
direct involvement in a military-political situation that ie extremely 
awkward »*** to concentrate in Southeast Asia on Th a iland and 
Viet- Nam. 

» 

J 

i 

The argument against a unified neutralist government may be 
stated as follows. 

! 1. Basically the argument against a neutralist Laos with an 

| ICC is that ones the American presence were withdrawn, it might be 

very difficult, whatever the diplomatic agreement may be, to prevent 
| * subtle or progressive takeover by Communist element** The con- 

tinued prolongation of the negotiations In Genova is likely to result 
in a further deterioration of the already very weak position of the 
non- Communists in North and Central Laos and to erode further 
their position la the South. As a consequence, the non- Communist 
base from which tile non-military struggle in a unified Laos is re- 
' sumed is likely to bo quite weak. 

i 

2. We do not know how successful the XCC would be in pro- 
tecting Lao- Viet- Nam and Lao- Thai borders, hut, in view of the 
inherent difficulties involved, w* should not be too optimistic. 

I 

The argument for a split is that : 

t 

i 

1. As a practical matter, short of U. S. military intervention 
la Laos, it is the most ws can hops to achieve. Even In a supposedly 
unified neutral Laos, the Communists will control the North. 

2. It would provide a political base on which Thai and Viet- 
namese troops could be introduced into Southern Laos and would 

| provide the possibility of a continued American military presence 

in the strategic southern part of the country. 

i 

J, it would give us time to build a mors effective Laos 
| government in the South then we now have. 

I 

i 4. It would .put friendly forces along the Laos- Viet- Nam and 

along a part of the Thai border, south of the seventeenth parallel. 

Holding southern Laos may be the minimum condition necessary to 
keeping Thailand and South Viet- Nam noa-Commualet. 

t 
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I. Under present etoenniUaeei It would bo difficult, end 
might bo impoealble, to achieve m effective split without •om* U. S. 
military tavdvument. At a minimum, ouch involvement would be 
Ukoly to entail a commitment to aead V. & troops into the South if 
effective control of that area cannot be achieved by the FAX, with the 
eupport of the Vletaameee and the Thai. 

2* It would virtually g uarantee an ext en si on of foil- ecale 
Vietmiah control down to the aoethem border of northern Laos. 

S. ft it uncertain whether infiltration could be effectively 
Checked from northern Into eouthem Leo* end thence Into VUt-Kom. 
A split would nine leave a long eecfioa of die Hint border quite open 
to infiltration. (For this reaeon the Thai would probably be unea- 

about providing military eupport to an operation deeigaed 
only te eecure southern Lee*. ) 

4. Political and military viability of a southern JLnoe govern- 
ment under Pheumi le ques t ten a b le. 

Interim Conclusions 

** It la too aeon to decide. We ere committed te accept a 
neutral unified Laos If a tolerable ICC te created. The 
first job Is te see what kind of deal le possible on the 
Leo government end the ICC. 

— If we get a tolerable settlement our job le te menimlne 
the chance we get its advaaSages and mi n imi aa the 

chance that It fails. Contingency piaoateg te this end 
should be begun, including the following: hew nil the 
nea-CemmuniiM could ho brought closer together} hew 
aid could he used to strengthen their hand} what covert 
operations we would envisage , i ncl u d in g role of Meoej 
how the Viet-Kam and Thai bordara could bo protected 
against the weaknesses of the ICC: how more vigorous 
non- Communist political figures could be sought out 
and developed, etc. 
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— If « split emerge* -- or turns out to be our best option -« 
wo must plan not only military measures to dean out the 

but also political measures to make a southern 
government more effective in maintaining links of 
sympathy aid support with its people. 

-- In any cate it is clear that, if we are to hold Southeast 
Aeia, it must be held vie Viet- Nam and Thailand. Laos 
will remain a can of worms. 
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